Sperm dangers  by Williams, Nigel
One obvious question is who
will replace him as Scientific
Director when he assumes the
position of Director General.
Mattaj is far from certain that the
position of Scientific Director
should be continued. “It may be
better to try to involve the
scientific staff more broadly in
policy issues — we have a really
good group of senior scientists. It
may be possible to break up the
tasks of the Scientific Director and
share them out among the senior
scientists,” he says. “This
decision needs more thought and
internal discussion.”
Mattaj has been at the EMBL for
nearly twenty years, yet he
continues to feel that staff rotation
is a vital part of the organization’s
policy. “This is a critical aspect of
EMBL, one of the unique things
about the place. People come
here to work for a while and then
bring back the EMBL style — a
commitment to excellence,
flexibility, interdisciplinarity, a
readiness to collaborate and an
international flavour — to their
home countries. The EMBL thus
has a major influence on the
universities and research
institutes in the Member States.”
Mattaj points out that 12 Directors
of Max Planck Institutes in
Germany have passed through the
EMBL and that various successful
newer research institutes in
Europe, such as Vienna’s IMP and
the Max Planck Institute for Cell
Biology in Dresden, are closely
based on EMBL’s structure and
principles.
Mattaj will be EMBL’s fourth
Director General, following in the
footsteps of John Kendrew,
Lennart Philipson and Fotis
Kafatos. The Director General is
generally rotated about every ten
years, so does Mattaj see this as
his final position? “I doubt it:
nobody will be retiring at 65 when
I’m ten years older [he is currently
52]. I’m sure I’ll go on to do
something else but I have no idea
what that will be and it would be
too distracting now to start
thinking about it,” he says. “For
the moment, my only ambition is
to ensure that EMBL continues to
have a large impact on European
research in the life sciences.”
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Sperm dangers
Males have been shown to have
evolved a number of methods to
increase their chances of mating
success and amongst insects
they show as many different
techniques as in other groups of
animals. Apart from mechanical
manipulations such as mate
guarding and mating plugs,
biochemical compounds of male
glands can influence female
fitness, for example by being
toxic for the female, acting as an
anti-aphrodisiac or inducing
oogenesis and increasing
oviposition rates. For example,
the mating plug contains linoleic
acid which acts as an anti-
aphrodisiac and reduces the
female’s willingness to remate.
But a new study by Boris Baer
at Copenhagen University and
Paul Schmid-Hempel at ETH
Zurich, reporting in the
Proceedings of the Royal
Society, series B, published
online, suggests that sperm
itself may influence female
fitness.
The hymenopterans, bees,
wasps and ants, are of particular
interest because of their often
complex social systems. The
bumble bee, Bombus terrestris,
usually mates with a single male
before hibernating and rearing a
colony of offspring the following
year. But researchers believe
that multiple mating would be
beneficial for the females
because of a reduction in
parasitism in genetically
heterogeneous offspring.
But the researchers looked at
something potentially far more
sinister for the bees: that sperm
itself may influence the breeding
outcome of females. The
researchers looked at the direct
effect of sperm by artificially
inseminating females with sperm
from one or more male donors.
In spite of the theoretical
advantage of multiple matings,
the researchers found that
insemination with sperm from
several males led to a reduction
in female hibernation success,
survival and fitness.
The authors are unsure of the
cause of their observations, but
their results are likely to add to
the intrigue and skulduggery
surrounding the mating systems
of social insects. “Harmful male
traits as detected here are not
necessarily expected to evolve
in social insects because males
depend on females for a
successful completion of a
colony cycle and thus have
strong convergent interest with
their mates.”
Sex puzzle: Researchers have found that artificial insemination of female bumble
bees (Bombus terrestris) with sperm from multiple male donors is linked with a
reduction in fitness. (Photograph: Oxford Scientific Films.)
